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SOME REMARKS ON ARMENIAN NER ‘SISTER- 
IN-LAW, BROTHER’S WIFE’ 


RUDIGER SCHMITT 
UNIVERSITY OF THE SAARLAND 


On the basis of Ved. ydtar-, Pašto yor (< Proto-Iran. *yd@r-), Gk. 
évatno (psilotic form), Hom. stvateges (plural, metrical lengthening, Lat. 
ianitricés (plural), OLith. jenté, OCS jetry, etc., we can reconstruct a 
proto-form (with paradigmatic ablaut) PIE *yénhter-/*ynhtér- ‘sister-in- 
law, wife or the husband’s (younger) brother’ or even, in accordance with 
‘Peters’ Law’ (PIE *Hy- > Greek h-/ zero), PIE *Hyénh2ter-/*H yn zter- 
(with initial laryngeal)!. That old kinship term seemingly is continued 
also in Armenian nêr, gen. sg. niri, which is attested in the Classical 


l. See, most recently, Mayrhofer 1994: 410, and for the initial 
laryngeal in general, Peters 1976. 
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Armenian Bible once (strictly speaking, twice) only in the following 
passage of the Book of Ruth (1, 15): wfiw Gtp pn nwpãw h dnjndnipy 
mp Gi wn wuuniwsu hin. nwpndhpn Gy nm qhtw GhnhpG pn "You see, 
your sister-in-law has gone back to her people and her gods; you go 
back, too, after your sister-in-law." 

The phonetic development involved here, viz. PIE *H yénh.ter- to 
the Armenian nér, has caused some problems which have not been fully 
cleared up till now, as one can see from the last treatment by Ravnes 
1991: 4 (with footnote 1), who was quite right to criticize several 
theories of former scholars as ad hoc assumptions. But he himself did 
overlook an item of Armenian historical phonology that is quite certain, 
when he postulated a vowel contraction of ‘inayér(eh) > *inér ... > ner.’ 
For that series seemingly is contradictory to the development seen in PIE 
* photéres ‘fathers’ > Proto-Armenian *hayér(eh) (or the like) > Armenian 
hark‘ (nominative plural). 

I do not concern myself with all former attempts to explain the 
origin of nér, which incidentally must have changed its inflectional type 
in analogy to some unknown model. A likely candidate for that may be 
skesowr, gen. sg. skesri ‘mrother-in-law,’ if one takes into account that 
OCS jetry likewise has its ending from svekry. That remodelling perhaps 
took place owing to the highly irregular inflexion nom. sg. nér, gen. sg. 
*newr, plural *nerk’, etc., expected from the theory presented in the 
following, which inflection is quite different from the type seen in hayr, 
hawr, hark‘ ‘father’ and the like. It is striking anyway that a rather 
morphologically archaic term is used for designating a woman who 
originally did not belong to the family. And it seems not surprising (to 
me, at least) that a term dating form the early times of the patriarchal 
and patrilocal extended family, as it is the case with nér, is going 
downhill, and, having been refashioned, is scarcely attested anywhere. 

Whereas the phonetic development postulated by Ravnzs (1991: 
4 footnote 1) is in conflict with other data, that are reliable, the series 
set up by Hamp 1966: 12, "*yenatér > *yinatér > *ynayr > *nyayr > nér," 
is quite unlikely because of the metathesis of *yn- to *ny-, with which 
Hamp had to reckon, since his proposal is based, a priori, too much on 


ee 


the analogy of tér ‘Lord’ < *tiayr for the very last stage. 

Starting from PIE *Hyénhptér (nom. sg.), we may expect an 
Armenian form ending in *-ayr < PIE *-htér, as in hayr ‘father’ < PIE 
*ph.ter. Since we find -êr < Semi, however, instead of *-ayr, we have to 
discover where -e- does come from. On the other hand the outcome of 
the initial *H yénh,- in early Proto-Armenian should be something like 
*yena- (with *Hy- > *y-, not *j- as from PIE #y.3), so that the first stage 
in Hamp’s series seems fully acceptable: *yenatér. | would like to suggest 
—and that is the substantially new idea— that at this stage the medial a 
(being the outcome of the PIE laryngeal) has been assimilated to the two 
e vowels surrounding it: *yenetér. 

Next *yine- (with the normal change of e to i before nasal: [in 
‘birth, < PIE *genh 0s) passes to *yne- (with the regular weakening of *: 
in pretonic syllable). In that *yne-, pronounced as [yone-], the initial [yo-] 
later disappeared, as does, e.g., the anlaut of Syriac yahid-dyd (yhwd’y’) 
in Armenian hr-eay ‘Jew’ < *hur-eay (cf. Georgian hurialy/). As to the 
ending, intervocalic -t- regularly became y (cf. hayr, see above), and the 
vowel of the final syllable disappeared. 

All in all, the sequence of the phonetic changes seems to me to 
be approximately as follows: Proto-Armenian *yenatér > *yenetér > 
*yneyr > *neyr > nêr. I see in this series not one ad hoc assumption, but 
only a single case of spontaneous sound change, viz. the assimilation of 
*yenatér to *yenetér in Proto-Armenian. The entire development thus is 
no more remarkable than the one to be seen in the prehistory of Latin 
lanitricés, which for its part also seems to require an analogous 
assimilation of *yena- to *yana-, since only from that intermediate form 
we come to the attested ianitricés. 


2. Cf. Third Person Singular Imperfect sirér < *sireyr. 
3. Tam sharing the opinion of those scholars who reckon with a 
split development of PIE. *y-/*H y- in both Greek and Armenian. 
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ARM. NER ‘SISTER-IN-LAW’ 


FREDERIK KORTLANDT 
UNIVERSITY OF LEIDEN 


Rüdiger Schmitt derives Arm. nér ‘wife of the husband’s 
(younger) brother’ from PIE *(H)yenH ter-, Vedic ydtar-, Greek 
é(\)vateo-, Latin ianitr- (1996). His view calls for several comments. 

First of all, the reconstruction of an initial laryngeal is highly 
improbable. If it were correct, the Vedic reflex of the zero grade would 
be **ini-, not yã-, and also the Latin reflex would probably be **ini-, not 
iani-. The reason for reconstructing an initial laryngeal in this word is 
that PIE *y- allegedly yielded j- in Armenian. However, the latter 
hypothesis cannot be upheld. The classic comparison of Arm. jur ‘water’ 
with Lith. jira ‘sea’ is certainly false because the latter word cannot be 
separated from Old Prussian wurs ‘pond’ and Vedic var- ‘water’. The 
expected reflex of PIE *y- is zero in Armenian, as is clear from the 
pronoun or ‘who, which’, where the relative replaced the interrogative, 
as in Polish jak ‘how’ beside Russian kak (cf. Kortlandt 1983:11 and 
Clackson 1994:52). Thus, we must start from *yen- yielding *in- and 
subsequent reduction and loss of the initial vowel in pretonic position. 

Secondly, Schmitt assumes vocalization of the medial laryngeal 
resulting in a stem *yenater-, followed by a "spontaneous sound change" 
which assimilated the medial vowel to the surrounding vowels so as to 
yield *yeneter-, This is an ad hoc assumption because it is not supported 
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by other instances. Since a medial *-a- is difficult to get rid of, as 
Schmitt has made quite clear, the inescapable conclusion is that the 
laryngeal was not vocalized. 

In his survey of laryngeal developments in the Indo-European 
languages, Robert Beekes proposes that in Armenian medial laryngeals 
were vocalized before clusters but not before single consonants 
(1988:77). Thus, we find vocalization in cnawi ‘parent’ < *-Htl-, erastank*‘ 
‘buttocks’ < *-Hkt-, atawri ‘mill’ < *-Htr-, but not in dustr ‘daughter’ < *- 
Htér, getmn ‘wool’ < *-Hmen-, armukn ‘elbow’ < *-Hmo-. If this is correct, 
we expect the following paradigm of the word *yenHter- before the 
apocope: 


sg. nom. *indir pl. nom. *indereh 
acc. *inderan acc. *inderas 
gen. *anawro gen. *anarc‘u 
inst. *anarbi inst. *anarbih 


It is clear that this paradigm could not survive. In fact, it seems probable 
to me that it never arose in the first place because the loss of *t before 
syllabic *r (at stage 13a of Kortlandt 1980:102) provided a good 
motivation for eliminating the dental obstruent from the paradigm 
altogether. I therefore think we can reconstruct a word *inir, *iner- 
‘sister-in-law’ beside *mayir, *ma(w)r- ‘mother’ and *xWeur, -xWe(h)r- 
‘sister’. Regularization of the paradigm then produced the pre-apocope 
nom.sg. form *ineyir which underlies the attested forms of the word nér. 
The analysis proposed here now confirms Beekes’ rule for the 
vocalization of medial laryngeals in Armenian. 
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